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The Reception of Arnold Schönberg’s Ideas in the
Interpretation of Florian Dąbrowski
The profile of Poznań (in the region of Wielkopolska) as a musical city
during the first half of the twentieth century was a quite exceptional one
in the cultural history of Poland. This exceptional quality lays in the
particularly marked acknowledgement there of the artistic fact as a social
fact. Consequently, social needs and preferences influenced the character
of musical output, which, as a social fact, was given the power to shape
human bonds, attitudes and behaviours—something recognized and valued
in the Poznań environment. Folklore (with its patriotic message), religious
music and singing all flourished in the Wielkopolska region. Singing was
exceptionally strong, and of a typically community-orientated character.
Within this context, the musical culture of Poznań during the first half of
the twentieth century took on a genuinely social character and referred to
the rich ideological message of Wielkopolska regionalism. It was charac-
terized by extensive public participation and a didactic idiom encountered
nowhere else in Poland at this time, and so comes across as an autonomous
field of activity and a kind of response to the challenges laid down by the
Wielkopolska environment.
The value of a musical work was determined to a lesser extent by the com-
poser’s individuality as a creative artist. A composer’s creative approach
would ideally mould values of a cognitive, aesthetic, expressive, ideological
and educational sort. The ‘Poznanian’ composer was conscious of his spe-
cial mission, chiefly in a non-musical, non-artistic sense,1 and his work was
not confined to the local context, but was of crucial significance for artistic
life throughout the country.
Within this context, the work of Arnold Schönberg could not have met
with particularly great interest and acceptance among Poznań composers,
1Janina Tatarska, “Stefan Bolesław Poradowski: obecność ideacyjna, obecność uta-
jona” [S. B. Poradowski: presence ideational, presence concealed], in: W muzycznym
Poznaniu. Tradycje i współczesność [In musical Poznań. Traditions and contem-
poraneity], eds. Tereza Brodniewicz /Hanna Kostrzewska / Janina Tatarska, Poznań
2004.
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which explains why only isolated examples of work referring to Schönberg’s
ideas can be found among their output.
However, Arnold Schönberg’s work in the domain of contemporary musi-
cal culture was of a multi-faceted character, and his ideas were documented
in compositional, pedagogic and journalistic work. He spoke to his contem-
poraries and to future generations both through his music and through
countless important reflections of an aesthetic, psychological and philo-
sophical nature. And it was his aesthetic-psychological-philosophical views,
above all, which found a powerful resonance in the equally wide-ranging
work of Florian Dąbrowski. Although in his compositional work, this thor-
oughly ‘Poznanian’ composer, pedagogue and music journalist “never com-
mitted himself unequivocally to the avant-garde”2, as a humanist and a
theorist of musical culture he engaged himself energetically in the shaping
of the image of this culture, fully aware of the change and reevaluation that
had to take place at the beginning of the new century.
In his writings on contemporary music, on the role of the composer in
society, on ideas and style, and on the need for youngsters to receive a
thorough musical education, Dąbrowski always referred to the thoughts
and person of Arnold Schönberg.
He clearly defined his attitude towards Schönberg and his oeuvre, treat-
ing him as a symbol of twentieth-century music, and he saw the power of
Schönberg’s influence more in his personality, theory and intellect than in
his music.3
Dąbrowski the composer was perfectly aware that composing in the twen-
tieth century did not necessarily equate to the creation of contemporary
music. From this perspective, he often pondered the sense of music in gen-
eral, the essence of creative activity, the status of the work and its place
in cultural history, and also the performance and reception of music. He
realised that the ‘contemporaneity’ of music was determined by its sub-
stance and by the language through which this substance was expressed.
Dąbrowski stated that:
Anyone who has contact with art in its various guises must possess a
boundless affinity for all musical works, both new, avant-garde com-
positions and also works from all eras, even the earliest times. This
2A.A. Łuczak, “Florian Dąbrowski – Kompozytor i Obywatel” [Florian Dąbrowski—
composer and citizen], in: Res Facta Nova 16/7 (2004), p. 13.
3Florian Dąbrowski, “Arnold Schönberg”, in: Res Facta 6 (1972), p. 65.
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systematic familiarisation with the outstanding works of different
eras brings us closer to contemporary music.4
But a key role in this process is played not only by the music itself, but also
by a familiarity with composers’ theoretical writings and, wherever possi-
ble, correspondence, which, in Dąbrowski’s opinion, allows us to become
closely acquainted with both the composer himself and also his mental con-
stitution, experiences and aspirations. For Dąbrowski, the knowledge thus
garnered formed the basis “for reflection on the essence of the subjective
foundations of creative activity.”5
In this context, one is not surprised that even in texts which were not
directly related to Schönberg, Dąbrowski frequently and extensively quoted
from his theoretical works, such as Harmonielehre, from 1921, or the 1926
article “Gesinnung oder Erkenntnis”, or referred to Schönberg’s letters,
edited by Erwin Stein and published in 1958, with which he was very
familiar.
In his reflections on contemporary music, Dąbrowski expressed the con-
viction that the great variety of forms in which contemporary music was
manifest was analogous to the richness of the twentieth century itself.
Meanwhile, the contemporary composer’s exceptional sensibility to what is
happening in the world renders his creative output seemingly incomprehen-
sible, just as „all the events, inventions and technological achievements to
which we are witness are incomprehensible. But an understanding of our
era in all its complexity requires the greatest intellectual effort that must
characterise every man today. Only intellectual effort guarantees progress
in every domain.“6 From this perspective, Dąbrowski explains the causes
of the controversy aroused, in his opinion, not so much by Schönberg’s
theories as by his oeuvre, and in particular his work from the period 1923–
1930. To support his argument, Dąbrowski refers to an admission made
by Bruno Walter—who was entranced by Schönberg’s individuality—in his
diary, that his “understanding of Schönberg’s music ends with the Second
4Florian Dąbrowski, “Myśli o muzyce współczesnej” [Thoughts on contemporary mu-
sic], in: Pisma o muzyce [Writings on music], eds. Maciej Jabłoński / Jan Stęszewski,
Poznań 1998, pp. 31–35.
5Magdalena Dziadek, “Poszukiwacz prawdy. Szkic o pismach muzycznych Floriana
Dąbrowskiego” [A seeker after truth. A sketch on the musical writings of Florian
Dąbrowski], in: Res Facta Nova 16/7 (2004), p. 26.
6Dąbrowski, “Myśli o muzyce współczesnej”.
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String Quartet, written between 1907 and 1908.”7 Walter wittily concludes
that in order to arrive at a full understanding of the oeuvre of Arnold
Schönberg he felt the need for more excellent organs of perception.
This recognition of intellectual ‘effort’ in the search for artistic truth, and
his call for a similar effort on the part of the listener, is one of Dąbrowski’s
postulates with regard to contemporary music. Yet he also identified three
other features that conditioned the creation of the contemporary musical
work. As intellectualised art, new music ought to be the work of a composer
whose creative output testifies restraint, bordering on a sort of creative as-
ceticism, and who rids himself of the attitude of the romantic poet-dreamer
dazzling the listener with sounds that would express his experiences and
powerful feelings. According to Dąbrowski, contemporary music should
even shock the listener, astound him, and even, in a certain sense, attack
him. This action of music would make it possible to tear the listener away
from what at present—in Dąbrowski’s opinion—has become a routine ad-
miration for ‘beauty’.8 Also characteristic of his thinking on new music is
the observation that modern times are marked by a retreat from nature
on the part of contemporary art and a return to abstraction. Reactions to
reality expressed through art should arouse fear and anxiety, since a sense
of fear in general is valued as one of the sources of artistic creation.
According to Dąbrowski, these postulates in respect to the contemporary
work of music were realised in Schönberg’s work—both in his theoretical
writings and in his musical compositions. Fully accepting the theoretic
principles, aesthetics and achievements of the new music, Dąbrowski re-
garded dodecaphony as its most important system and an inevitable con-
sequence of the changes in twentieth-century musical language. Dąbrowski
drew attention in particular to the logic of Schönberg’s system, as well as
its self-containment and ‘hardness’. In his assessment, a crucial feature
of Schönberg’s system is its rejection of internal variants. As for Schön-
berg’s music, based on dodecaphony, Dąbrowski saw it as a reflection of the
shocking picture of the contemporary world of wars, technology, ‘concrete
and iron’. Schönberg’s music employed a new musical language, which, in
Dąbrowski’s opinion, had the chance to become a universal language. He
valued this language for its innovativeness, its experimentality. He stressed
7Dąbrowski, “Arnold Schönberg”, p. 65.
8Florian Dąbrowski, “Rola kompozytora w społeczeństwie” [The role of the composer
in society], Res Facta 8 (1977), pp. 104–107.
The Reception of Arnold Schönberg’s Ideas 57
that its difficulty lays not only in its use, but also in its comprehension,
which may have caused the shock experienced by the listener. Dąbrowski
esteemed dodecaphonic music for its peculiar brand of asceticism, manifest
in the restraint with which the means of expression were deployed and re-
sulting from Schönberg’s intellectual, rather than emotional, approach to
composing.
In one article on Schönberg, Dąbrowski wrote: “The ‘new laws’ could
not have been formulated by a Frenchman or a Slav. Such a ‘hard’ system
could only have been born in Germany.”9 Furthermore, he considered that
virtually all the great composers had felt the need for a new system but
“only one composer could have created it and set out all its laws—and that
was Schönberg.”10 Often drawing comparisons between the work of Schön-
berg and Igor Stravinsky, Dąbrowski expressed the opinion that Stravinsky
did not aspire to the creation of his own musical system, but only to the cre-
ation of a specific order—and that in relation to a particular composition.
Dąbrowski explained the difference between these two creative approaches
in terms of the two composers’ cultural differences. He considered that:
All ‘far-reaching’ experimentation is particularly characteristic of the
Germans, and Schönberg, although born in Austria, felt a profound
affinity with German culture and German music.11
Besides Schönberg, Dąbrowski regarded Stravinsky, Sergey Prokofiev, Karol
Szymanowski, Witold Lutosławski, Anton Webern and Karlheinz Stock-
hausen as innovators in contemporary music. He stated that their art
was founded on the same tendencies, which he interpreted as the search for
truth, effected through the creation of new possibilities for emphasising par-
ticular elements of a work and new principles for ordering these elements,
based on a new aesthetic, a new perspective, a better, more genuine, vision
of the world. In realising these tendencies, the innovators created works of
art which were a challenge set before the world, regardless of whether the
world took up the challenge or not.
As regards the reception of contemporary output by society, Dąbrowski
was of the opinion that its resonance among receivers was a necessary con-
dition of its existence. The mutual relations between the composer, the
performer and the listener constitute the crucial sense of the development




of contemporary music. Deliberations on the subject of these relations fall
within the scope of the particular system of music aesthetics which Flo-
rian Dąbrowski forged from his analysis of the observed reality of musical
culture. Within this system, Dąbrowski assigned special tasks to the com-
posers, performers and receivers of new music. A composer should work on
his own personal style, yet the effects of his labours should be a work that
constitutes a component part of the contemporary output of at least one
nation. How well the profile of Schönberg fits the bill! With his complete
understanding of the Schönberg oeuvre, Dąbrowski greeted Schönberg’s re-
flections on the reception of his work with empathy. In his article entitled
“National Music”, from February 1931, Schönberg wrote:
My music arose out of the German art. The fact that no-one has
noticed this derives, not from the difficulty of my works or the impos-
sibility of interpreting them, but above all from the indigence and
arrogance of the critics. It is most certainly discernible in my works,
but ultimately I have to say it myself. My teachers were, in the first
instance, Bach and Mozart, and in the second Beethoven, Brahms
and Wagner.12
According to Dąbrowski, these words attest Schönberg’s profound ties with
German music and express his irritation at the failure to comprehend his
creative intentions, which were oriented towards the German musical tra-
dition. Commenting on Schönberg’s reflections, Dąbrowski stressed the
great value of Schönberg’s work, in which he retained a link to tradition,
and, consciously seeking in this tradition pointers for his own work, he was
even prepared, for the sake of those systematic studies, to leave off com-
posing for several years, which Dąbrowski sees as testifying the great inner
discipline that only few composers display.13
For Dąbrowski, the problem of the reception of Schönberg’s works was
the consequence of a faulty relationship between the composer, on the one
hand, and the performers and receivers of his works, on the other. He
stated that in contemporary music much depends on the interpreter; when
the performer has a poor understanding of the composer’s intentions, he
can present even the best work in an unfavourable light. The receiver,
meanwhile, often determines a work’s further fortunes, and his awareness
of this role should force him to prepare himself to receive a particular
12Idem.
13Idem.
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work. Only thus can a receiver hope to form his tastes and ‘develop’ into
a conscious consumer of the musical work.
Among Schönberg’s many achievements, Florian Dąbrowski devoted a
separate place in his reflections to Schönberg’s operatic theatre. Although
he himself as a composer never intended to write a music drama, and
in his compositional work he failed to prove the existence of a correla-
tion in formal experimentation between music and art, as a music theo-
rist he took a lively interest in the concept of ‘synaesthesia’. Dąbrowski
saw the value of Schönberg’s operas in the forging of a conglomerate of
all the elements which, acting on the viewers’ consciousness, are received
by him, not as separate impressions, but as a single synthetic impression.
Schönberg’s creation of a powerfully focussed synthetic impression brings
about, in Dąbrowski’s opinion, a perceptual situation in which the viewer
is ‘attacked’ simultaneously and with equal intensity through the organs
of sight and hearing, tuned to an identical pitch. Dąbrowski regarded the
scores of Schönberg’s music dramas as a new phenomenon, both in musical
terms and equally—perhaps above all—in their theatrical dimension, as
in Schönberg’s precise instructions concerning their realisation on stage.14
When writing on Schönberg’s work, Dąbrowski was aware that he was only
signalling the issues at stake, yet these were issues that were important
around the turn of the century and which have lost none of their weight to
the present day.
In considering Die glückliche Hand, Dąbrowski focussed particularly on
the ways in which Schönberg elaborated the text, the brevity of which
imposed on the music efficacy, condensation and formal coherence, and
which could not exist in isolation from the music. Dąbrowski considered
this work to be the principal document of atonality. He particularly ad-
mired the fantastic colouring of the harmonies between the vocal parts
and the orchestra and the innovative use of all the voices, which as a
technical means he compared to the geometric forms of the human fig-
ures observed in painting around that time. Dąbrowski pointed out that,
because of the text, the score could not be treated as a typical product
of expressionism—an approach through which, in his opinion, „[. . .] one
loses sight of many objective structural elements which are determined, not
14Florian Dąbrowski, “Teatr operowy Arnolda Schönberga. Od ‘Oczekiwania’ do
‘Mojżesza i Aarona’” [The operatic theatre of Arnold Schönberg. From Expecta-
tion to Moses and Aaron], in: Pisma o muzyce [Writings on music], eds. Maciej
Jabłoński / Jan Stęszewski, Poznań 1998, pp. 97–111, at p. 104.
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by some particular aesthetic, but by the specificity of contemporary the-
atre.“15 The brilliance of Schönberg’s score, according to Dąbrowski, lies in
the changeable relations between the dramatic-musical elements, achieved
through the dynamisation of the expression of the text. He also stressed
that new stage techniques had made such a conception of Schönberg’s work
entirely feasible.
Dąbrowski also saw as a valuable technical innovation Schönberg’s use,
in Moses und Aron, of multiple sources of sound, separately amplified and
dispersed around the theatre hall in isolation from one another, which
enabled him to achieve the effect of a mixing of voices. Dąbrowski also
referred to Moses und Aron in assessing Schönberg’s achievements in the
area of shaping music drama as a manifestation of a grand artistic vision.
He considered that the idea of synaesthesia, of the Gesamtkunstwerk, had
been ideally presented in this work—something which raised its value still
further, and at no cost to the fundamental element of the work, that is,
the music itself. Beyond the elements of text, gesture, dramatic situation
and staging, Dąbrowski saw Moses und Aron’s dramatic force of expression
as residing in Schönberg’s thorough exploitation of the depth of musical
expression.
Schönberg and Dąbrowski were also of one mind regarding the com-
poser’s role in society and the role of his pedagogic work. In this context,
Dąbrowski refers to Schönberg’s extensive theoretical output. He also cites
telling statements made by Schönberg which testify his pedagogic incli-
nations. He considered one of Schönberg’s most important ideas in this
domain to be that contained in his letter to Hertzka of 5 January 1919, in
which Schönberg wrote:
It is no great feat to develop a great talent. But to develop abilities
in someone with problems, to perceive these problems, identify them
and help to resolve them, and to achieve results in this work—that’s
what it means to be a good pedagogue.16
From Harmonielehre, which he regarded as a sort of exposition of Schön-
berg’s aesthetic views, Dąbrowski quoted sections in which the composer
stressed the importance of ‘experimentation’ in pedagogic work—‘experi-
mentation’ to which he exhorted his pupils and which he regarded as a
15Idem.
16Dąbrowski, “Arnold Schönberg”, p. 67.
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value in itself. In one of his articles, Dąbrowski quoted the following opin-
ion expressed in Harmonielehre: “This work leads the reader a very long
way, into the very being of music, and so further than any textbook: we
must teach thinking and experimentation.”17
As a composer-pedagogue, Dąbrowski himself postulated that the con-
temporary Polish composer be aware of fulfilling “social functions.”18 He
also considered that education involved first and foremost the systematic
study of different cultural traditions, and also of universal values, and their
assimilation into one’s own cultural identity.
Dąbrowski neither glossed quotations nor took issue with their authors.
He treated them as his own private law-givers. And such for Dąbrowski
were the statements of Schönberg. It is not surprising, therefore, that he
often referred to Schönberg’s letters, from which he drew knowledge for his
own benefit, and concurring wholeheartedly with Schönberg’s utterances
he simply quoted them, as if commenting on them would deprive them of
the profundity of the ideas they contained.
In an article on how Schönberg functioned in Nazi Germany, Dąbrowski
expressed the following opinion:
Arnold Schönberg was a controversial figure. Our judgment of him
as a man is of no significance today. What is important is his in-
teresting biography, his aesthetic-theoretic legacy and above all his
musical works, which were shaped in relation to the particular, Ger-
man, situation.19
Dąbrowski took a selective view of the reality of new art, and of new music
in particular: for him, not all musical phenomena, styles, techniques and
works were of equal value, and not all composers and their oeuvres were
worthy of esteem. Of particular importance and value in the vision of con-
temporary musical culture that Dąbrowski elaborated for his own purposes
are the creation and development of the new, dodecaphonic system and the
presence as its law-givers of Schönberg, Webern and Stockhausen. Hence
his positive reception of Schönberg’s ideas.
17Idem., p. 68.
18Dąbrowski, “Rola kompozytora”, pp. 104–107.
19Florian Dąbrowski, “Arnold Schönberg a nazistowskie Niemcy” [Arnold Schönberg
and Nazi Germany], in: Muzyka i totalitaryzm [Music and totalitarism], eds. Maciej
Jabłoński / Janina Tatarska, Poznań 1996, pp. 47–59.
